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Abstract for conference symposium: 
 
The “territory beyond reason” (Janks, 2010) is an area toward which research into 
critical literacy is turning its focus internationally (Anwaruddin, 2015; Benesch, 
2012; Lau, 2013; Misson, 2012). In doing so, it is contributing to the continual 
augmentation of critical literacy practices that are made available to and drawn 
upon by teachers within classroom practice. This paper reports on findings from a 
critical, instrumental case study in two Australian high schools that identified a 
focus on emotionality and “critical aesthetics” (Misson & Morgan, 2006) within 
the teaching of critical literacy with adolescent English language learners (ELLs). 
Framed by Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 2003) and Janks’ Synthesis 
Model of Critical Literacy (2010), the study investigated the ways in which 
teachers understood and enacted critical literacy specifically with ELLs. Drawing 
on data from interviews, documents, and video-recorded classroom practice, this 
paper presents the practice of one teacher, Celia, who explored Martin Luther 
King Jr’s “March on Washington” Speech (1963) to show her English language 
learners how the impassioned, aesthetic qualities of the speech work to produce 
relations of positive power between the speaker and the hearer of the speech. Her 
practice enabled her learners from Afghanistan, China, Iraq, Japan, Somalia, 
Sudan and Vietnam to understand elements of aesthetic textual design while 
simultaneously reflecting on the power exerted by language choices.  Students 
then designed hortatory speeches utilising aesthetic elements with “critical 
consciousness” (Freire, 2005) drawing on their own diverse histories and 
identities. 
 
The findings provide evidence of localised, assemblages of critical literacy practice 
that take into account diverse multiplicities of understandings about teaching 
language critically with diverse learners. As Janks notes, such practice “confronts 
the profoundly rationalist underpinnings of critical literacy” (p. 211) which have 
been a feature of critical literacy practice in high schools in Australia. It can, 
therefore, add new lines of theoretical and pedagogical transit to that which 
already exist within critical literacy teaching in this context. Documenting these 
instances of practice is useful so as to push beyond the problematic disjunction 
between critical deconstruction of texts and affective engagement with texts. 
Rationalist critical literacy allows us to see the “powerful interests at work, but it 
robs us of laughter and play” (Janks, 2010, p. 219). Lack of investment and 
emotionality can also mean that the emancipatory goals of critical literacy are not 
realised. Practice that provides a third space can deterritorialise (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1987) “aesthetics” on the one hand, and “the critical” on the other, by 
showing how they can be brought together productively. 
 
Introduction 
 
 
Early definitions of critical literacy incorporated a clear focus on forensically 
exploring semiotic features of texts and the ways they ‘work on’ us ideologically as 
consumers of texts. For example, 
 
“By ‘critical’ we mean ways that give students tools for weighing 
and critiquing, analysing and appraising textual techniques and 
ideologies, values and positions. The key challenge….is how to engage 
students with the study of ‘how texts work’ semiotically and 
linguistically, while at the same time taking up explicitly how texts and 
their associated social institutions work politically to construct and 
position writers and readers in relations of power and knowledge (or 
lack thereof)”.  (Luke, Comber & O’Brien, 1994, p. 35) 
 
Many different models of Critical Literacy have proliferated globally, (e.g., 
Freebody & Luke, 1990; Janks, 2010; Lau, 2012, Lewison, Leland & Harste, 
2008; Vasquez, 2001) and each has played a part in advancing the important 
cause underpinning critical literacy – to teach young people they have agency 
to talk back to texts and their ideological messages. Models that take text 
deconstruction seriously (such as Freebody & Luke, 1990) have been 
interpreted by some as ‘rationalist’. Rationalist approaches to Critical Literacy 
have led to particular assemblages of teaching practice that tend to keep 
analysis at the intellectualised, ‘head work’ level rather than mobilising 
learners for social action. Indeed, a “text analytic” approach in senior high 
schooling has prevailed, until recently, in Australia. 
 
Based on the idea of the “affective turn” (Clough, 2007) in the social 
sciences, the “territory beyond reason” is an area toward which research into 
critical literacy is turning its focus internationally (Benesch, 2012; Janks, 2010; 
Lau, 2012; Lewis, 2011; Misson, 2012). “Critical affective literacy” been 
recently posited by Anwarrudin (2015) and a focus on relationality and 
emotionality within CL is offered by Lau (2105). These foci are contributing to 
the continual augmentation of critical literacy practices that are made available 
to and drawn upon by teachers within classroom practice. 
 
The question I explore here is: How might CL be infused with emotionality and 
‘affect’ on the part of both teacher and learners, rather than resorting only to 
rationalist analysis? How might the two be brought together productively? 
Theoretical framing and analytic method: 
 
 
In this paper, I explore some of the data I collected during a case study using three of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) key concepts: assemblage, lines of flight and 
de/reterritorialisation. These concepts were selected because they enable me to 
explore the data so as to contribute to the ongoing debate about what is included in, 
or arranged, assembled, within critical literacy teaching in English language 
education, and how this is expressed in the process of teaching in classrooms. The 
data I report on here provoked me to think about not only the elements that the 
teacher, Celia, included that constituted critical literacy for her, but the way in which 
she arranged this and made it visible in her teaching practice. Prefabricated 
curriculum or sets of ideas and practices in literacy teaching are very attractive to 
some teachers as they expedite preparation in the busy world of teaching, and 
appealing to school administration as they make delivery more uniform and 
therefore easier to account for. However, when teachers bring desire to their work, 
as I argue Celia does, then what manifests in the classroom is inevitably different 
from ‘prefab’, and can ultimately be very powerful for their learners. This is another 
reason for using Deleuze to think through this teacher’s practice – for Deleuze, 
desire is never separate from arranging the elements in any given assemblage, and it 
helps us find new possibilities. 
 
In a Deleuzian approach, an assemblage is both an actual arrangement of elements 
(an outcome or product), as well as the process of arranging the elements in a social 
space. Both are important in constituting an assemblage. Elements in an assemblage 
are the bodies/matter/ways of saying that form “a mushy mixture of the visible and 
the articulable” (Deleuze and Hand, 1988, p. 38). “…in assemblages you find states 
of things, bodies, various combinations of bodies . . . but you also find utterances, 
modes of expression and whole regimes of signs” (Deleuze and Lapoujade, 2006, p. 
177). The arranging process is not separate from desire; assemblages and desire 
mutually constitute one another. 
I draw on Nue, Everett and Rahaman’s (2009) elucidation of assemblages to further 
explain, why Deleuze?: 
 
The idea that assemblages are all unique – and thus enlist and 
incorporate [critical literacy] differently – and that the assemblage 
itself and its component pieces have different configurations of 
interests, unique lines of flight, and move with different speeds, 
intensities and forces, foregrounds the idea of movement and 
draws attention to the interaction among different [ways of 
understanding and enacting critical literacy].  (p. 31?) 
 
The emphasis on lines of flight or transit allows exploration of how the 
assemblage of critical literacy is constituted (by this teacher for and with 
her students), how it moves/shifts, and what the consequences of this 
constitution and movement are. Assemblages in this regard are never 
static and always in the process of temporally becoming and unbecoming 
incorporating new elements as desire leads. 
 
The first task is to discover what territoriality the assemblage/s envelope; “to 
ascertain content and expression of each assemblage, to evaluate their real 
distinction, their reciprocal presupposition, their piecemeal insertions” (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1987, p. 503, 505, 504). At times, “assemblages are distributed in hard, 
compact segments which are sharply separated by partitions (the molar) . . . and 
sometimes they have a supple and diffuse microsegmentarity (the rhizomatic) so 
that they all resemble one and another” (Deleuze & Hand, 1988, p. 40). 
In the data I show here, there is, I suggest, a combination of the molar and the 
 
microsegmental in the way Celia articulates what it means to ‘do’ critical literacy. 
Either way, there is movement, a/. between extant constitutions of rationalist critical 
literacy in the literature, and Celia’s particular enactment that has a clear emphasis 
on emotional responses;  and b/. between a focus on identifying aesthetic features of 
texts; evoking emotional responses; and the ideological effects of these elements. All 
of this leads to de- and reterritorialization in terms of the broader critical literacy 
landscape. De- and reterritorialization refers to the processes by which particular 
practices of production and consumption as well as systems of signs are broken 
down and replaced by other practices and other systems of signs (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1994, p. 20). It involves both the carrying away of these elements and their 
subsequent fixing and stabilization (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 88) Generative 
possibilities are birthed in the process providing new ways of understanding and 
enacting phenomena, in this case critical literacy teaching. 
 
 
 
The research context: 
 
 
The data is drawn from an ethnographic case study of critical literacy teaching in 
high schools in metropolitan area in a major east coast city in Australia. Celia was 1 
of four teachers who participated in this study. She is a white Australian in her mid- 
50s with an Early Childhood degree and a M.Ed. TESOL and had had 5 years of 
teaching ELLs in high schools. She had undertaken no specific PD on critical literacy 
in schools. Details of Celia’s students are as follows: Year 12; 17 students; from 
Afghanistan, China, Japan, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, Vietnam; 30% fee-paying 
international; 70% refugee-background; On average class was minimally English 
Proficient (requiring language support); Ave grade: C on A-E scale; urban, low to 
middle socio-economic area; approximately 50% of school population had refugee 
backgrounds. The research question in focus in this paper is: How do teachers of 
ELL learners enact Critical Literacy? 
 
In the following, I present analysis and discussion of extracts from Celia’s classroom 
practice (video/ audio recorded and observed by me as researcher) from a Year 12 
English unit on ’Oppression’. Celia is deconstructing Martin Luther King’s “March 
on Washington” Speech (1963) to show her Year 12 class how the writer has used a 
range of aesthetic textual features within the words of the speech itself as one mode, 
coupled with the hortatory elements of actual speech delivery, to lead the hearer to 
feel and think in a particular way. Her choice of the MLK speech was to model the 
hortative use of persuasive language devices in a speech script for their own speech 
script writing, which was a suggested learning experience in her curriculum. In the 
previous lesson, the students had listened to the speech and had discussed how the 
speech had moved them on an emotional level. 
 
Red =    Focus on emotionality 
Green = Identifying language features (aesthetic features of an hortatory speech) 
Blue = Ideological message conveyed 
The ‘line of flight’ between the above elements in her assemblage is symbolised by the pale 
blue line over the teacher talk. 
 
 
 
Excerpt 1: 
 
 
Celia: (to her class) 
I want you to have a look at this particular speech – and we’ve talked about how we 
were moved by it, there was passion in it – I want you to see if you can highlight 
some of those things, those language features – things that he (Martin Luther King) 
actually said, words that he actually said – highlight them in pairs, and see if you 
can actually see how they have affected you. Is there a way that you’re involved 
with what he is saying? What does he do? What does he say that gets you involved 
in his speech? 
Are there some questions, rhetorical questions that he’s asking; he doesn’t 
expect you to answer them. Is he actually saying things in his speech that 
relate to you personally? That relate to your family? That relate to the history 
of perhaps oppression in your country? Is it a universal speech, and are there 
themes in that speech that you can transfer across to your own experience? 
What’s happening in that speech that moves you passionately? Maybe you 
can identify some phrases, some sentences, some rhetorical questions. 
(Students work in small groups for a few minutes on the task). 
 
 
In excerpt 1, Celia asks her students to identify how MLK’s rhetorical language 
features impact on  them and how it ‘gets them involved’; how the speech relates to 
their personal and familial histories; how it “moves them passionately”. She 
simultaneously weaves attention to the students’ emotional response (in red), the 
language features (in green) that elicit this response, before deconstructing the text 
for its ideological message (blue). *In creating this line of flight, she invokes the non- 
rational investments her learners bring to the reading/hearing process. She also 
educes the voices of her particular learners who are from non-dominant cultures and 
language backgrounds and whose positions and voices are often marginalised in 
classrooms. The lesson continues with Celia eliciting examples of the text’s aesthetic 
features from the class and their emotive impact…… 
 
Excerpt 2: 
 
 
Celia:……Yeah, and this also develops a pattern. He’s developing a pattern, 
developing a pattern which reinforces a strong message throughout, throughout his 
speech. Now, so we’ve looked at repetition. What’s another choice of language? 
(pause) You know what I love about this speech? I love the imagery in it. What am I 
talking about when I talk about the imagery in his speech – the use of those images? 
 
 
Female student: He uses metaphors. 
 
 
Celia: He uses a lot of metaphors to lift, to compare. We use a metaphor to compare 
and those metaphors transport the listener away from their, the reality of their 
situation to somewhere else in their consciousness. It’s like raising their 
consciousness again. And that’s inspiring his listeners. So let’s look at the very 
beginning of the speech (reads from speech) “but 100 years later, the Negro still is 
not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the 
manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination”. So we’ve got “manacles 
and chains”. Now these words are describing o p p ressi o n , i m p ri so nm en t . 
They have a negative connotation. They’re very strong, and he needs those  
doesn’t he? He needs those to reinforce his message, his theme that we are not free. 
We are not free. 
 
 
 
Again we see Celia’s assemblage includes the same three elements with a clear focus 
on learner emotions (in red). Celia’s assemblage also includes a highly performative 
reading of the speech text with rich expression. She loved teaching this! And note 
st 
how she uses the 1 person pronoun “we” at the end, casting herself in MLK’s role, 
that of his listeners at the time and that of disenfranchised people everywhere, with 
whom many of her students can relate. 
 Excerpt 3: 
 
 
Why are the metaphors used? Can you feel that you become involved when you read 
those metaphors? Let’s have a look here. So the metaphors, they create pictures and 
images of the reality of the situation. They raise the consciousness of the listener. The 
reason why I say that, of course, the people who are struggling and feeling the 
oppression, I think after a while, you know, they feel bound by it and they feel that 
they can’t escape from it. 
When a speechmaker uses a metaphor he takes them to another place through his 
language use. So he uses these metaphors to first of all show them the reality of their 
situation and then he wants to take them beyond that point. He’s trying to engage 
his audience, get his people to rise up with him, come with me and we can make the 
changes necessary. So the language is very powerful and very persuasive. 
 
 
Celia seems to be articulating a view that Misson and Morgan (2006), Benesch (2012) 
and Lau (2015) call for in the reconfiguration of critical literacy in schools. That is, 
that “the emotional and experiential elements of texts are significant” (Misson & 
Morgan, 2006, p. 222) in that aesthetic texts are formally structured to produce a 
certain kind of emotional response in the aesthetically-attuned reader. If anything 
was missing from her ‘assemblage’ it was, in fact, the purely rationalist approach to 
critical literacy that potentially locks learners out of transformative critical 
engagement with language and text. An interview data extract corroborates this 
perspective: 
 
 
 
Interview excerpt: 
 
 
Celia: I think critical literacy is getting involved in your reading. You might want to 
take something PERSONALLY or you might want to reject it and say, I don’t agree 
with this at all. I guess critical literacy is KNOWING that you have the power to do 
that and that you are aware of where you stand as far as a particular text is 
concerned, so you can become EMOTIONALLY involved with a text. 
 
….becoming emotionally involved. Then I guess, because I’m aware of critical 
literacy and how it can affect a reader, I can see that the language choices have been 
DESIGNED  and the story has been written for me to have that  emotional response. 
… 
 
[The author] might position me quite WELL to become EMOTIONALLY involved 
with the story, to even want to dig a bit deeper and find out a little bit more about 
the background and the era and the actual setting of the story itself, who she is as an 
author, to the extent that I would go and borrow a book and read her stories. 
(Celia, interview 1, her emphasis in capitals). 
 
 
Like Janks (2010), Misson and Morgan (2006) argue that a purely distant, intellectual 
analysis of representations in texts is not sufficient to fulfil its original social action 
agenda (Freire, 1972), and that passion and emotion are needed to fully understand 
the repercussions of particular texts. Celia appears to be tapping into this awareness 
in her practice of critical literacy. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
Deleuze’s concepts of Assemblages, Lines of Flight and Re-territorialisation have 
been useful to theorise Celia’s understandings and practice of critical literacy 
teaching. The analysis here presents fresh insights, from empirical data not 
hypothetical models, on possibilities for assembling critical literacy instruction, 
temporally becoming and unbecoming, incorporating new elements as desire leads. 
It shows how one teacher transits across and within perspectives on critical literacy 
engagement, and provides an example of affective practices within the production 
and consumption of critical literacy extending it beyond the terrain of the purely 
rational. 
 
Regrettably, because of the tyranny of time in a crowded curriculum, Celia’s 
students didn’t get the opportunity to actually deliver their finished speeches to one 
another, orally face-to-face or digitally; or to experiment with drawing on 
multimodal resources and the resources of their own linguistic and cultural histories, 
to play with affect and its power to make one “become emotionally involved” (in 
Celia’s words) and to persuade ideologically. As is the case with many teaching 
assemblages – they are both constrained and enabled by policy and assessment 
regimes. However, teachers should be encouraged to find these ‘lines of flight’ in 
otherwise compartmentalised and potentially delimiting forms of pedagogy. In this 
way, they forge new possibilities for the application of critical literacy in 
contemporary classrooms. 
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